‘Tranquil Spaces’ Conference - 9th October at London Zoo 

This is a brief summary of the speakers, subjects and points of particular interest to AEF.  It should be noted that the conference was about tranquil spaces in general – not about aircraft noise        

Introduction.  Prof Stephen Stansfield, Wolfson Institute of Preventive Medicine, Queen Mary University of London. (Chair of conference.)

Vision for a quieter, cleaner London.  Boris Johnson, Mayor of London
Wide-ranging speech – said he was very concerned about noise.  No.1 cause of noise complaints is sirens (!)  Also mentioned Crossrail construction, noisy vehicles, tree planting, Priority Parks.  As mayor, he couldn’t do anything but oppose Heathrow Runway 3 (Mixed Mode not mentioned).  Population of London is forecast to rise by 1.5m up to 9m by 2031 and he will not try to do anything about that.  More people to cause noise and more to be annoyed will be a challenge.

[He left immediately after the speech so not able to take questions.  Interesting ones might have been why he supports expansion of City airport which will increase noise over east London and why, if he is concerned about noise, is he cutting the GLA team that deals with it.]

A national vision.  Pam Warhurst, Board Member, Natural England

Started off bland – very people-orientated and no mention of biodiversity, which reflects Natural England’s persona. But later became quite passionate, especially about children outside.

Quantifying and improving tranquillity in urban and rural landscapes.   Dr Rob Pheasant and Professor Kirill Horoshenkov, University of Bradford
Interaction of sound and vision in the perception of tranquillity.  Professor David Whitaker, University of Bradford
Understanding and improving soundscape quality.  Professor Jian Kang, University of Sheffield
Water and tranquillity
Professor Greg Watts, University of Bradford

Both visual and aural features contribute significantly to a sense of tranquillity.  Tranquillity rating (TR) is generally a ‘sigmoid’ function (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sigmoid_function) of combined noise and visual indices, but if the visual rating is much worse than aural, that brings the TR down further.  TR correlates better with LAmax than Leq. 
The first-noticed sound is always reported, not the loudest sound.  In urban open spaces low background noise level can make a place seem more tranquil even if foreground noise is high.  

‘Pleasant’ noise, eg water fountain, can have quite high levels without detracting from tranquillity and can to some extent block out road noise.  TR can be much higher in a rural setting than in an urban setting or near a motorway, even if the noise levels are similar. 

Evaluating soundscapes  Dr Bill Davies, University of Salford
The emotional dimension  Dr Rebecca Cain, University of Warwick
While most users may not consciously rate soundscape quality as a priority, it can significantly influence overall perception of an open space.  Places can, perhaps unexpectedly, be rated highly for both 'calmness' and 'vibrancy'. 
Implementing the Environmental Noise Directive - Quiet Areas  Yvette Bosworth, Head of Noise, Department for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs

Presentation covered the EU Directive, noise mapping, noise action plans and communications. There are requirements to “aim” “review”, “have regard to” etc, but no requirement to really address the problem of noise was mentioned.  The Secretary of State will not designate any thresholds.  The aim is to “manage noise within the context of sustainable development”.

DEFRA are encouraging local authorities to find and designate ‘Quiet Areas’.  These must have an LDen of <55dB.  [55dB is not particularly quiet!]  Areas can be designated as having ‘Enhanced Status’.   There is no requirement in the directive to find quiet areas outside agglomerations, but UK will aim to so: “Protection of quiet areas inside agglomerations should not automatically take precedence over ones outside agglomerations.”               

Quiet Zones in the Square Mile  Ruth Calderwood, City of London Corporation; Claire Shepherd, BureauVeritas; Mary Stevens, Environment Protection UK 
From strategy to action – assessing and enhancing tranquillity Sue Beaghan, Phil McIlwain, City of Westminster; Shibani Bose, Scott Wilson
Olympic Legacy – recreated wetlands  John Hopkins, Parklands and Public Realm, Olympic Delivery Authority
These were of largely local interest and covered the methodology of studies.  One hard-hitting statement (maybe slightly paraphrased): “With imminent cuts in expenditure, parks and open space will be the first target.  The only way to finance them is public spending for the public good.” 

New ways of engaging the public  Steve Crawshaw, Programme Co-ordinator, CitizenScape, Bristol City Council
Building on Bristol’s work in noise mapping, action planning and soundscape analysis in the EU SILENCE project, a project is developing tools to encourage citizens to debate and engage with implementation of EU environmental legislation at a local level. 
While they have no unsolicited complaints about traffic noise, surveys showed that most people were in fact annoyed or disturbed by it.  On a scale of 0 (not at all affected) to 100, the average was 45.

‘Challenges’ included: people using the process to complain about a ring road; the Press Office not wanting to say anything damaging; overcoming the public’s cynicism about consultations.

Practical options for tranquil spaces  John Stewart, Chair, UK Noise Association

After a somewhat tedious afternoon, this final presentation livened up the conference.  The large numbers of people affected by noise was highlighted as was the fact that virtually nothing is actually being done to address the problem.  John Stewart had the radical suggestion that the EU should opt out of the noise directive.  Instead of using up resources on noise mapping, noise actions plans, etc, the resource should be devoted to actually doing something about noise.

